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Students Need a Balanced 
Reading Program

A sound reading 
program combines 
skills mastery with 
reading for personal 
pleasure and 
information. A valid 
assessment of reading 
instruction looks at 
how well and how 
often students read.

I n our concern to set verifiable 
standards for reading achieve 
ment, we often act as if the only 

legitimate goal of reading instruction 
is for children to pass a minimum 
competency test or to master an essen 
tial skills list. In many classrooms, 
children spend 60 to 70 percent of 
their allocated reading time complet 
ing commercial workbooks and other 
materials that focus on discrete skills 
(Anderson 1984, Fisher et al. 1978). 
Perhaps this emphasis on the easily 
measured outcomes of instruction is 
one reason that many children who 
can decode have trouble with the 
higher levels of reading comprehen 
sion (NAEP 1981), and that an estimat 
ed 40 percent of the Americans who 
can read books choose not to (Toch 
1984).

The Reductionist View 
of Reading
Teachers are under tremendous pres 
sure to define reading instruction as 
little more than guided practice 
through a series of skills and reading 
achievement as little more than scores 
on standardized tests. This reduction 
ist view of reading reduces the goals of 
reading instruction from developing

By providing students places to read for pleasure, teachers indicate that this valued reading 
experience can be strong enough to withstand the temptations of television
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Reading in t he bathtub take* on new meaning when the tub is in your classroom, and your 
classmate* don't ntr hear vou splash

students who love to read to produc 
ing students with an "identifiable level 
of reading competence" (Shannon 
1983. p 69)

The reductionist point ol view is not 
some esoteric theory of reading debat 
ed by a few isolated academics This 
view is evident in the scope and se 
quence charts of almost all the current 
basal reading series that determine 
how "S to 9S percent of instructional 
time in reading is spent (ERIE 19~", 
Fisher el al 19""H), and in the objec 
tives list on almost all standardized 
achievement tests Finally, this view is 
also evident when legislators meet to 
set state-level reading policy (Wino- 
gracl in press) Kentucky, for example, 
recently passed a bill that states, in 
pan: "By January' 1. 198"", the state 
board of education shall assure that 
each pupil in the public schools of the 
Commonwealth is taught and is.mas 
tering the essential skills necessary to 
function in each basic skill area.. 
(KS Bill Ki9, 1984).

The reductionist view of reading 
dominates how reading is taught and 
assessed. Although the reductionist 
view of reading is pervasive for a 
number of reasons, three are particu 
larly important: the need for a work 
able management system, the need for 
an efficient accountability system, and 
the limitations of the kind of language 
used to talk about reading instruction

1. Tlw need for a system of class 
room management. One purported 
advantage of defining reading as a 
series of suhskills is that it enables the 
teacher more efficientlv to instruct

gioups of children (Johnson and Pear 
son 19" 1!. Otto 19 ) The teacher is 
supposed to separate those children 
who are progressing nicely along the 
hierarchy of skills from those who are 
progressing more slowly The chil 
dren making good progress can then 
move on to more difficult skills, while 
the children who are lagging behind 
can spend more time on the activities 
they need.

2 Tfie need for a s\-stem of account 
ability The reductionist view of read 
ing is also popular because it lends 
itself easily to the demands of account 
ability. If one views reading as a series 
of hierarchically arranged subskills. 
then it is relatively easy to set up a 
series of specific testable objectives 
and monitor students' mastery of 
them These student data can. in turn, 
be used to assess how well teachers 
and schools are performing. All of 
these results can then be reported to 
the public a.s proof that the schools are 
doing their job

3 Tlx limitations, of the language 
used in instruction The language 
used in instructional systems is best 
suited to describing those low-lev-el 
aspects of reading that can be easily 
measured and stated in the form of 
testable objectives (Otto 19 . Wino- 
grad and Osborn 198^) Because it is 
difficult to use this language to talk 
about motivation, interest, or other 
important aspects of reading, we often 
choose not to talk about them at all.

We are not underestimating the im 
portance of a good system of manag 
ing instruction, the need for account 

ability, or the importance of a high 
degree of precision in instructional 
language. Our point is that some pow 
erful political and educational forces 
support the view that reading is little 
more than a series of testable objec 
tives and reading achievement is little 
more than a score on a standardized 
test. Let's consider some of the crucial 
flaws in the reductionist view of read 
ing

Problems with die 
Reductionist View of Reading
Researchers have identified 3 number 
of shortcomings of the reductionist 
view of reading (e.g.. Johnson and 
Pearson 19"S ; Shannon 1983, 1984), 
but three are particularly critical: an 
inaccurate view of reading, an overem 
phasis on skills, and the reduction of 
teachers to managers of materials

1 Ati inaccurate rieu' of reading 
The most serious criticism of the view 
of reading as a series of hierarchically 
arranged, easily tested subskills is that 
it is inaccurate (Wixson and Peters 
1984) The skills, especially the com 
prehension skills, listed in various 
scope and sequence charts are not 
subskills in the theoretical sense of 
separate, verifiable components of the 
reading process Research has yet to 
identify any series of subprocesses re 
sembling a hierarchy of subskills (Ro- 
senshine 1980). The skills listed in 
various scope and sequence charts are 
pragmatic attempts at identifying as 
pects of reading that can be used as 
objectives to focus instruction or to 
provide evidence of achievement

Using the skills as a flexible, general 
guide for instruction is reasonable. 
Using them as the sole criterion in a 
system of classroom management or 
instructional accountability is not. Lists 
of skills may provide teachers with the 
appearance of a classroom manage 
ment system, and they may provide 
the public with the appearance of an

Ai-Rii. 1986 17



Using reading subskilk as a flexible, general guide for instmctton is reasonable Using them 
as the sole criterion in a system of classroom management is not

accountability system, but they do so at 
a cost. The costs that concern us the 
most are the second and third critical 
flaws in the reductionist view of read 
ing.

2. Oivremphasis on skills. Current 
research has emphasized that fluent 
reading "combines elements of both 
skill and will" (Paris et al. 1983, p. 
304). It is easy to understand why 
teachers become overly concerned 
with skill rather than will develop 
ment. Skill development is what is 
stressed in the majority of commercial 
materials. Indeed, too many materials 
are developed to fit the skills rather 
than as legitimate texts that children 
will find worth reading. Skill develop 
ment is also what is assessed through 
the tests at the end of each unit and 
through standardized tests adminis 
tered every few years.

It is worth digressing for a moment 
to note that the negative impact of the 
reductionist view on the instructional 
materials used in teaching reading is 
an important topic in itself. Research 
ers have begun to document the prob 
lems that arise when children encoun 
ter materials that have, for example, 
been adapted to fit readability formu 
las (e.g., Armbruster et al. 1985) or 
have been too rigidly constrained by 
controls on vocabulary (e.g., Bridge et 
al. 1983) One particularly positive de 
velopment is the increased interest 
shown by researchers, educational 
consumers, and educational publish 
ers in producing instructional materi 

als that are well written and worth 
reading (Bernstein 1985, Osborn et 
al. 1985).

3 The reduction of the teacher to a 
manager of ; < aterials. When reading 
is fractionated ;nto a complex series of 
subskills plotted on a scope and se 
quence chart, teachers tend to depend 
more on manuals and guides than 
their own good sense of what consti 
tutes sound reading instruction Add 
to this the tremendous influence ex 
erted by end-of-unit tests, standard 
ized tests, and other means of account 
ability, and it is easy to see that most of 
the teacher's decisions about what to 
teach and when to teach it have al 
ready been made by higher authori 
ties. As Shannon (1983, p 71) puts it, 
teachers "control only the level of 
precision with which they apply com 
mercial materials." This reduction of 
teachers' decision-making power has 
been referred to as the deskilling of 
teachers and it is a particularly insid 
ious result of the reductionist view of 
reading.

The teacher's role in reading in 
struction should entail more than giv 
ing assignments and checking ditto 
sheets. Teachers need to explain and 
model certain aspects of the reading 
process, provide support and encour 
agement when the going gets rough, 
and, most important, introduce chil 
dren to the right books at the right 
time. Unfortunately, in a system that 
emphasizes skills mastery, the meeting 
between child and book is almost

always postponed in favor of practic 
ing some skill that will later be tested.

The Strategic View of Reading
Let us now consider an alternative 
view of reading. In a sense, we have 
been talking about the strategic view 
as we have examined some of the 
weaknesses of the reductionist view of 
reading. Here we focus more clearly 
on three essential aspects of this per 
spective: the importance of the read 
er's purpose, the importance of self- 
monitoring, and the importance of 
motivation.

1 The importance of the reader's 
purpose. The view of reading as a 
strategic activity emphasizes the pur- 
posefulness, the goal-directedness, 
and the meaningfulness inherent in 
the reading process. Paris, Lipson, and 
Wixson (1983) offer these insights into 
what constitutes a strategic reader:

Strategic behavior connotes intentional- 
ity and purpose on the pan of the learner 
It suggests that a person choose one alter 
native action over another

In order for an action to be strategic, it 
must be selected by the agent from alterna 
tive actions and it must be intended to 
attain the specific goal Strategies are delib 
erate actions In a sense, strategies are 
skills under consideration

The point to remember is that read 
ing is "strategic, not behavior removed 
from its context and function (p 
294). In one sense, then, there is no 
predetermined list of reading strate 
gies out there waiting to be put in a 
scope and sequence chart and taught 
to children regardless of context Rath 
er, children must be taught how to use 
comprehension skills in a strategic 
manner to achieve legitimate, person 
ally relevant goals This requires, of 
course, that children spend more time 
reading legitimate materials for legiti 
mate purposes and less time practic 
ing discrete skills in isolation

2. The importance of self-monitor 
ing. The strategic view of reading also 
emphasizes the role that self-monitor 
ing plays in fluent reading (Baker and 
Brown 1980, Winograd and Johnston 
1982). Good readers know when they 
are making sense out of text and when 
they are not. Ptxjr readers, in contrast, 
seem to have particular trouble with 
this aspect of fluent reading
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Poor readers may have trouble 
monitoring the effectiveness of their 
reading because they may have differ 
ent expectations of what reading is all 
about. Some evidence for this hypoth 
esis comes from a study of the differ 
ences between good and poor read 
ers' understanding of the reading 
process (Canney and Winograd 1979) 
Good and poor readers in grades 2, 4, 
6, and 8 were asked, "What makes a 
good reader?" The answers of good 
readers emphasized the meaningful- 
ness of print; for example. "A good 
reader is someone who is learning 
about people and the world " Poor 
readers, in contrast, gave answers like, 
"A good reader is someone who can 
say all the words fast without stum 
bling," which indicated that they per 
ceived reading as an exercise in decod 
ing rather than a process for obtaining 
meaning The results from this and 
similar studies (eg Meyers and Paris 
1978) indicate that poor readers espe 
cially need to spend time engaged in 
purposeful reading We cannot expect 
children to learn to monitor their own 
reading unless they understand that 
reading is more than a series of skill 
exercises to be completed at school.

3. The importance of motivation. All 
reading does not have to be fun, but it 
does have to be worth the effort. It 
should not, by implication, be painful 
to children (Holdaway 1980) When 
instruction becomes painful, children 
learn to approach reading with strate 
gies aimed at avoiding failure rather 
than obtaining meaning (Johnston and 
Winograd 1985).

Reading instruction is made particu 
larly painful when success in reading 
is defined as the mastery of a series of 
skills rather than the fulfillment of 
personally relevant goals When chil 
dren's success or failure is measured 
by how well they are mastering the 
skills compared to other children, 
reading becomes a competitive, ego- 
involving process When children read 
for their own purposes, success is 
measured on a more personal scale 
that is less threatening to their ego 
(Johnston and Winograd 1985) The 
consequences of experiencing diffi 
culty when one is reading for one's 
own purposes are much less debilitat 
ing.

An understanding of the importance 
of motivation in learning to read can 
help teachers and administrators un 
derstand that successful teaching 
should be measured as much by the 
development of positive attitudes to 
ward reading as by the attainment of 
high scores on a standardized test. If 
we measured the development of chil 
dren's attitudes toward reading with 
the same zeal that we measure their 
acquisition of skills, we might be more 
sensitive to the detrimental effects of 
viewing reading as a competitive activ 
ity. If we were able to obtain such an 
attitude measure, it might prompt us 
to allow children to spend more time 
reading meaningful books and less 
time testing their mastery of skills 
(Holuaway 1980)

Bringing Balance to the 
Reading Program
There are a number of ways individ 
uals in leadership roles can help rec 
oncile the differences between what 
we know is important in learning to 
become a fluent reader and what we 
often do as we teach reading.

Provide support to teachers and ad 
ministrators Most teachers and admin 
istrators understand that they must go 
beyond the teaching of easily mea 
sured objectives in order to produce 
children who can read and who want 
to read This understanding needs to 
be reinforced, supported, and de 
fended Teachers should be provided 
with the kinds of materials and objec 
tives that will enhance rather than 
restrict their ability to make judgments 
about the teaching of reading. The 
trend toward the deskilling of teachers 
needs to be reversed.

The following example illustrates 
how administrators can fail to support 
teachers' expertise (Shannon 1983) 
Several 3rd grade teachers had com 
plained to the central administration 
that some of the objectives in the basal 
series were too difficult for the chil 
dren As the teachers put it. "Even the 
good ones had difficulty' passing the 
tests" (p. 80). The teachers then ap 
pealed to the author of the basal se 
ries, who revealed that there had been 
a number of similar complaints and 
that the objectives had been moved to 
a higher level in the new edition.

When the teachers approached the 
central administrators with this infor 
mation, the administrators agreed to 
make a change when the new series 
was accepted. Until then, the teachers 
were to carry on as usual.

Teach d)ildren about the strategic 
nature of reading. In recent years 
researchers have attempted to teach 
students how to use various compre 
hension strategies such as summariz 
ing what has been read (Hare and 
Borchardt 1984) or drawing infer 
ences (Hansen and Pearson 1983). A 
common element in these studies is 
the importance placed on involving 
students as active participants in their 
own learning (Brown et al. 1981). One 
way to do this is to provide 
students with more complete explana 
tions about the comprehension strate 
gies they are being taught. The expla 
nations should focus on helping 
students understand what the strategy 
is. why it should be used, how to use 
it, when and where it is to be used, 
and how to evaluate its effectiveness 
CWinograd and Hare in press). If stu 
dents better understand the purposes 
and benefits of reading strategies, per 
haps they will take more control over 
their own learning.

"Leadership in 
reading means 
viewing reading as 
a strategic activity 
that requires 
intentionality, 
interest, and 
motivation on the 
part of the learner.'

APRIL 1986 19



"The most serious 
criticism of the view 
of reading as a series 
of hierarchically 
arranged, easily 
tested subskills is 
that it is inaccurate."

Spend more time on real reading. 
The more time children spend read 
ing for worthwhile purposes, the 
more adept they will become at setting 
and fulfilling their own goals. Charac 
teristically, strategic readers are in 
tensely aware of the satisfaction that 
can be obtained from reading. Teach 
ers can attempt to develop within their 
students an appreciation of the value 
of reading in a number of ways, in 
cluding reading aloud to students, in 
volving them in functional activities 
requiring reading and writing, and 
providing time and support for free 
reading of good books.

A good reading program combines 
direct, focused instruction on selected 
aspects of the reading process with 
plenty of time for reading for pleasure 
and information. What we have la 
beled the reductionist view of reading 
is the tendency to focus solely on the 
skills of reading. Even the most avid 
proponents of the subskills approach 
never intended for skills to be the 
whole program. For example, Otto 
(1977, p. 195), developer of the Wis 

consin Design System, stated that "it is 
utter nonsense to teach skills for their 
own sake." Yet classroom observation 
studies indicate that reading instruc 
tion is often reduced to skills instruc 
tion alone (Durkin 1978-1979).

Educate the public about what is 
important in reading instruction. In 
formed public support is essential if 
we are to keep the pressures exerted 
by essential skills lists and minimum 
competency tests from diverting our 
attention from those harder-to-test but 
equally important aspects of reading. 
One way to educate the public is by 
making meaningful reading visible to 
parents and the community (Barnard 
and Hetzel 1982). Book fairs, book 
clubs, and other such projects convey 
the message, "Legitimate reading is 
important."

Recent issues of The Reading Teach 
er contain a wealth of home-school 
reading activities, which can make a 
difference in how reading is perceived 
by students, teachers, and parents But 
they can only be successful with the 
support of principals, reading supervi 
sors, and others in leadership posi 
tions.

Combining die Skill and Will 
of Reading
Taking a balanced approach to reading 
instruction means guarding against the 
tendency to define reading, especially 
reading comprehension, solely as a 
series of subskills, and to define read 
ing achievement solely as scores on a 
standardized test. It favors cultivating 
the view of reading as a strategic activi 
ty that requires intentionality, interest, 
and motivation on the part of the 
learner. Certainly, there are specific 
aspects of reading that can be identi 
fied for instructional purposes; cer 
tainly, good readers score higher on 
standardized tests than do poor read 
ers. But if we really want to produce 
fluent readers who like to read, then 
we must ensure that reading instruc 
tion addresses both the skill and will 
of reading and that reading assessment 
considers both how well and how 
often students read.D
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